This Snapshot summarizes findings from the 1999 NSAF on measures of children's family environments (as reported by their parents) for 13 states and for the United States as a whole. It compares the family environments of low-income children (those living below 200 percent of poverty in 1998) with those of higher-income children (those living above 200 percent of poverty).
It also compares the family environments of children in single-parent versus two-parent families. 1 Finally, changes that have taken place since 1997 are identified. The measures include:
• family structure (for children ages 0 to 17),
• the frequency with which parents read or tell stories to their young children (for children ages 1 to 5),
• the frequency with which parents take their young children on outings (for children ages 0 to 5),
• parental involvement in volunteering (for children ages 0 to 17),
• parental attendance at religious services (for children ages 0 to 17),
• level of parental aggravation (for children ages 0 to 17), and • symptoms of poor parental mental health (for children ages 0 to 17).
Family Environments in the United States
Family Structure. Single mothers are disproportionately likely to be poor, and poverty is associated with a host of negative outcomes among children (McLoyd 1998) . By the same token, children living with two biological parents are much more likely than children in singleparent families to experience a variety of positive outcomes (McLanahan and Sandefur 1994) .
In the United States overall, 64 percent of children under age 18 lived with two biological or adoptive parents in 1999, while 8 percent lived in a blended family (i.e., with one biological or adoptive parent and one step-parent; table 1 on page 6). Twenty-five percent of children lived with a single biological or adoptive parent, and the remaining 4 percent lived with other adults or without any parent figures. Forty-seven percent of children in low-income families lived with two biological or adoptive parents, compared with 75 percent of children in families with higher incomes (figure 1). Similarly, about three times as many low-income children (41 percent) lived with a single parent as did higher-income children (14 percent).
For American children in general, the distribution of family living arrangements changed slightly between 1997 and 1999 (figure 2). The percentage of children in single-parent families decreased from 27 to 25 percent, while the percentage living with two parents increased by more than one percentage point.
Among low-income children, NSAF data indicate that single-parent families became less common (dropping from 44 percent in 1997 to 41 percent in 1999), and living without a biological or adoptive parent became slightly more common (5 percent in 1997 and 6 percent in 1999). The distribution of family arrangements did not change among higher-income children.
Reading or Telling Stories to Young Children. Reading and telling stories to young children can help them develop their linguistic, cognitive, and literacy skills (National Center for Education Statistics 1998). Throughout the United States in 1999, 18 percent of children ages 1 through 5-about the same percentage as in 1997-lived with parents who read or told stories to them on fewer than three days per week. 2 This proportion was nearly twice as high for lower-income as for other children: 24 versus 13 percent (figure 3). The percentage for lowincome children stayed the same in both years, but among higher-income children it worsened by about 2 percentage points. Children living with a single parent were more likely than children living with two parents to be read to infrequently: 24 and 15 percent, respectively-about the same percentages as in 1997
( (Bradley and Caldwell 1980; Bradley et al. 1988 ). In 1999, as in 1997, 16 percent of all American children age 5 and younger were infrequently (two or three times a month or fewer) taken on outings such as to the park, the grocery store, a church, or a playground. Twenty-two percent of low-income children were taken on outings infrequently, compared with 12 percent of higher-income children ( figure 3 ).
The figures are 20 percent for children living with one parent and 15 percent for those living with two parents. There were no changes in this measure at the national level between 1997 and 1999; nor were there any changes by income or type of family structure. Parental Participation in Religious Activities. Parental religiosity has been associated with many positive child outcomes (Brody et al. 1996; Gunnoe et al. 1999; Miller et al. 1997; Sherkat and Ellison 1999) , including cognitive and social competence, avoidance of early sexual activity, adolescent social responsibility, and a reduced incidence of depression. One way to measure parental religiosity is to determine how frequently parents participate in religious activities. Fifty-nine percent of all children under age 18 lived with a parent who attended religious activities at least a few times a month in 1999. Forty-nine percent of children in single-parent families had a parent who attended religious activities regularly, compared with 62 percent for children in two-parent families. The percentages are 54 percent among lowincome children and 62 percent among higher-income children ( figure 3 ). There was no change between 1997 and 1999 on this measure at the national level across either income or family structure groups.
High Parental Aggravation. A parent who reports frequently feeling frustrated and stressed by the experience of caring for his or her child is defined as having a high level of parental aggravation. 3 Children of highly aggravated parents are disproportionately likely to have cognitive and socioemotional difficulties (McGroder 2000) . In 1999, nationwide, 10 percent of children under age 18 lived with a parent who felt highly aggravated. Children living with a single parent were more than twice as likely to have a highly aggravated parent as children living with two parents (16 versus 7 percent). Similarly, low-income children were twice as likely as other children to live with a highly aggravated parent (14 versus 7 percent; figure 3). Since 1997, the proportion of U.S. children with highly aggravated parents has increased slightly but significantly ( figure 4 ). This increase is concentrated among children living with two parents (6 percent in 1997 to 7 percent in 1999) and particularly among higher-income children with two parents (5 percent in 1997 to 6 percent in 1999; not shown). Sixteen percent of children under 18 had a parent who reported symptoms of poor mental health in 1999.
Parents with Symptoms of
Children living with single parents were more than twice as likely to have a parent reporting symptoms of poor mental health (27 percent Compared with the rest of the nation, children in California, New Jersey, and Texas had relatively disadvantaged family environments. Children in California and New Jersey were less likely than children nationwide to have parents who volunteered or attended religious services or activities regularly in 1999. In addition, children in New Jersey were more likely than other American children to have highly aggravated parents, and children in California were less likely than other American children to be read to regularly.
In Texas, children were relatively disadvantaged on five measures: being read to or told stories, being taken on outings, and having parents who volunteer regularly, feel highly aggravated, and report symptoms of poor mental health.
As was true for the United States as a whole, few states underwent significant changes between 1997 and 1999 in more than one indicator. Findings from the NSAF also suggest a strong link between family structure and other aspects of children's environments that may affect their well-being. On average, the environments of children in two-parent families are more positive than those of children in single-parent families on every measure examined here.
This does not preclude the possibility that factors other than family structure or income level underlie the less-than-ideal family environments often experienced by children with single or low-income parents.
Research indicates that family environments and parents exert an important influence on the development of children (Collins et al. 2000) . Continued tracking and research will determine whether the income and family structure changes reported ultimately change family environments and child outcomes.
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